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INTRODUCTION

The information gathered and compiled in this Volume was part of an effort
performed for the US Army Concepts Analysis Agency under Contract DAALO1-90-C-
0071, Delivery Order Number 3. The objective of the effort was to collect
detailed historical data on at least fourteen combat actions where US forces were
defending against enemy armor attacks. The data set will be used in a joint
US/UK analysis of the degradation in anti-armor defense effectiveness under
combat conditions. The resulting degradation factors will allow projections of
the combat performance of future anti-armor defenses to be based upon a balanced
combination of historical and instrumented field test data.

A complete description of the work performed by SAIC is found in Volume I,
Technical Report, dated 30 March 1990. Volumes II and III, respectively,
describe the anti-tank combat actions that took place at Mortain, France in
August, 1944 and Dom Bitgenbach, Belgium in December 1944. This Volume describes
the result of the detailed data collection on the engagement at Krinkelt-
Rocherath, Belgium, in December, 1944. Also included in this Volume is an
appendix detailing the performance of U.S. anti-tank weapons against German tanks
and an appendix of actions completed by SAIC sorted by date, location, and type
of weapon used.

Copies of the actual WWII maps (1:25,000) and overlays of Krinkelt-
Rocherath were delivered to the US Army Concepts Analysis Agency as part of this
project. Maps within this Volume were created from the original maps.




CHAPTER 1
THE ARDENNES: THE BATTLE FOR THE NORTHERN SHOULDER

BACKGROUND

Following the Al1ied breakout at St. Lo in July 1944, the near encirclement
of the German forces near Falaise wrecked the German Army in the West.' Even
though the Allies never completely closed the pocket and many units escaped, the
Germans left most of their equipment and thousands of casualties behind.2
Allied armies chased the shattered remnants towards the German border, but their
logistics could not sustain this sudden, swift advance. By fall, supply
difficulties and stiffening German resistance, from units which the Germans had
managed to rebuild with prodigious effort, combined to slow the Allied advance.
As the Allies ran into the defenses along the German border, they became locked
into a grinding battle of attrition in terrain where even second-rate German
units could defend effectively. By mid-December 1944, American units were moving
forward slowly. The main objective of General Omar Bradley’s 12th Army Group was
the capture of the Roer River dams which, if opened, could flood the river and
prevent its crossing. Since the Roer blocked the approach to the Rhine, it had
to be crossed before Germany could be invaded and defeated.

THE GERMAN PLAN

Even as Allied units raced toward Germany in September, Hitler was already
planning a counteroffensive. On 16 September, gesturing at a map, he announced
to his astonished generals that he would attack, "...here, out of the Ardennes,
with the objective -- Antwerp."® Hitler was determined to make an attack in the
West. The vastness of the Eastern front and the fact that the Soviets had over
500 division-sized units meant that there was little likelihood for a decisive.

'The overview for the Ardennes offensive, described in the following fifteen pages, is drawn mainly from
Hugh N. Cole, The Ardennes: Battle of the Bulge (Wash. D.C.: OCMH, 1965).

2Aeecm.ﬂr\g to Martin Slumenson, , (Washington, DC; OCMN, 1961), pg. 555 and Map II,
only 20,000-40,000 Germans escaped, 0 Divi.ions in the pocket on August 6.

*cote, Ardernes, pe.2.




victory there. But in the West, a hard blow against the forces of what Hitler
always considered decadent democracies seemed to offer some chance of success.
During the months of planning that followed, Hitler’s generals tried to persuade
him to adopt a less ambitious plan. An offensive to Antwerp, in their view,
exceeded the combat power and logistics reach of the forces they were able to
rebuild during the fall of 1944. But in the end, the plan was very much the one
that Hitler dictated.

With elaborate secrecy, the Germans assembled forces for their offensive.
For the assault, the Germans were able to gather thirteen infantry and seven
armored divisions. Another five divisions were in reserve. The assault units
had over a thousand tanks or armored assault guns and some 1,900 supporting
artillery pieces. The German plan, shown in Figure 1, was to attack west to the
Meuse River and cross that obstacle in the vicinity of Liege. Then, the Germans
would swing north and capture Antwerp, separating the British from the Americans
and, Hitler hoped, create another Dunkirk. The main attack would be carried out
by Sixth Panzer Army with Fifth Panzer Army attacking to cover the southern
flank. On both sides of the penetration, infantry divisions would attack to
secure the shoulders and defend against allied counterattacks.

Figure 1 also shows the actual German penetration compared to the German
plan. Clearly, the main attack made aimost no progress. After the failure of
the main attack to break through, the Germans tried to shift their main effort
to the south. But they lacked sufficient fuel for this more lengthy advance and,
more importantly, had lost the time they needed to overcome a surprised but
swiftly reacting American army. Clearly, the American defenders who held the
northern shoulder were instrumental in defeating the German Army’s last major
offensive during World War II. ‘

SIXTH PANZER ARMY PLAN

Responsibility for conducting the main attack of the German offensive
belonged to Sixth Panzer Army. Commanded by SS-General Josef "Sepp" Dietrich,
a former butcher by trade and a fanatical Nazi, the Sixth Panzer Army was the
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THE GERMAN PLAN AND ACTUAL PENETRATION
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strongest of the three armies participating in the offensive. It included nine
divisions in three corps: LXVII Armeekorps (AK), 326th and 246th Volksgrenadier
Divisions (VGD); I SS-Panzerkorps (PzK), 1st and 12th SS-Panzer Divisions, 12th
and 277th VGD, and 3rd Parachute Division; and Il SS-PzK with 2d and 9th SS-
Panzer Divisions. For its main effort, Sixth Army planned that I SS-PzK would
break through along Rollbahns (Routes) C and D. North of the main attack, at
Monschau, LXVII AK’s mission was to break through American lines and block any
thrust from the north (its bloody failure is not described in this narrative).
To exploit 1 SS-PzK’s breakthrough, Dietrich held II S$S-PzK in reserve.

To conduct its main attack, Sixth Panzer Army planned to use I SS-PzK’s
infantry to break through the defending Americans and open the way for its
armored divisions to exploit towards the West. In the north, 277th
Volksgrenadier Division (VGD) was to seize the twin village Rocherath-Krinkelt
to give 12th SS-PzD access to Route C. To the south, the 3rd Parachute and 12th
Volksgrenadier Divisions were to open Route D for 1lst SS-PzD. Seizing these
roads was critical to German success. The hilly, forested terrain in the
Ardennes made cross country movement, particularly in the winter, difficult or
impossible. The German attack depended on quickly opening the roads to have any
chance of success. Sixth Army’s timetable allowed one day to break through,
another to clear the Hohes Venn high ground, reaching the Meuse on the third day,
and crossing on the fourth.

AMERICAN POSITIONS

Standing in the way of the German attack was the American 99th Infantry
Division, a new unit being seasoned in what was considered to be a quiet sector
of the front. Inserted in the 99th’s sector, the veteran 2nd Infantry Division
was attacking toward the Roer dams. The 99th was stretched over a broad front
with no reserves. From north to south, its 395th, 393rd, and 394th regiments
defended the front. Because it was astride all three routes needed by 12th SS-
Panzer Division, the 394th would be hardest hit.




The 99th "Checkerboard” Division was a green unit, having been in Europe
only since 3 November. Being a new unit, the 99th had not had time to accumulate
the extra weapons, vehicles, and equipment commonly found in other units that had
been in action for a while. In addition, its attached tank destroyer battalion
had towed guns, and their lack of mobility was an especially severe problem in
the Ardennes. The Division was occupying a quiet sector of the northern Ardennes
to gain some experience before being conmitted to offensive operations. The 99th
Division’s front stretched 19 miles, from Buchholz Station in the south to
Monschau in the north.

In contrast to the 99th, the 2d Infantry Division was a very seasoned unit.
After the St. Lo breakout in late July, the 2d Division advanced into Brittany
with the VIII Corps. The division came to the Ardennes in the autumn of 1944 to
rest and absorb replacements. Following this respite, V Corps gave it the
mission of capturing the Roer River dams. The 2d Division launched this attack
on 13 December, meeting stiff resistance. By the beginning of the German
offensive three days later, the 2d Division had already suffered 1,200
casualties.

- Despite its losses, the 2d was still a formidable force, having collected
many extra automatic weapons and vehicles in earlier actions, as well as having
three self-propelled TD battalions attached to it rather than one, the normal
practice in the theater. One of its chief assets was the experienced 741st Tank
Battalion, which on 16 December had 47 Sherman tanks. The division was also
fortunate in having as its commander General Walter M. Robertson, a bold and
skillful commander who was largely responsible for the success of the American
defense around the Elsenborn Ridge. The presence of this seasoned unit in the
Rocherath area came as a compliete surprise to the Germans.

In reserve in Belgium, the lst Infantry Division joined V Corps at 2400 on
16 December to help plug the holes the Germans had torn in the US lines. The 1st
was arguably the most veteran unit in the US Army, having seen battle in North
Africa, Sicily, and Normandy. After fighting across France in July and August
1944, the division suffered heavy casualties in the battle to take Aachen during
September and October, and in the bloody fighting in the Hiirtgen Forest in
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November. Like the 2d Division, the 1st was sent to the Ardennes to recuperate
in early December, being short more than 3,300 men, most of them from the front-
line combat elements.

THE FIGHT FOR KRINKELT-ROCHERATH
December 16, 1944: Assault on the 99th

At 0530, the German attack opened with a heavy artillery barrage which
lasted until about 0700 (Figure 2) with German searchlights creating artificial
moonlight to aid their advance. Occupying a refused position at the left rear
of the regiment, 3/394 was probably the first unit to encounter the German
attack. At Buchholz Station, L Company had its breakfast interrupted by Germans
in march column and drove them back after a stiff fight at close quarters. To the
east, advancing units of the 12th VGD made their first encounter with 1/394 near
Losheimergraben, losing a self-propelled gun [Action 1]. But the 12 VGD was not
able to strike hard at the 1/394 until about noon, after a tortuous approach
march. The battalion held most of the company positions but was badly hurt;
regiment pulled units from the 3rd battalion to reinforce the depleted unit. On
the 1st battalion’s right flank the German attack hit the 2/394 which repulsed
infantry and armor assaults with small arms and artillery [Action 2]. By mid
afternoon the battalion had stabilized its front.

At about 0730, on the division’s right flank, the 277th VGD struck hard at
the 393rd regiment which defended its front with only two battalions (one
battalion was attached to the 395th). Third battalion in the north lost K
Company in the first rush and by 0930 was holding at the battalion CP with the
remaining two companies. South of 3rd battalion, a heavy German assault pushed:
the 1/393 back 300 yards and destroyed most of two companies. Further, German
infantry began to infiltrate through a gap created between the two battalions.
To backstop the heavily pressed regiment, the 99th Division asked for and
received the 2nd Infantry’s reserve, the 23rd Infantry Regiment. One battalion,
the 3/23, moved into a position east of Rocherath behind the 393rd.
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Ninety-ninth Division ordered another of 2nd Infantry’s reserve
battalions, the 1/23, to move into positions previously prepared by the 99th
south of Hinningen. By nightfall the battalion was in place. The remaining
battalion of the 23rd regiment, the 2nd, remained north of Rocherath. South of
the 99th’s sector, the Germans had broken through and could be seen moving west.
But at the end of the day, the 99th still held its line.

After waiting impatiently all day for the 12th VGD to break through the
394, the impetuous commander of Kampfqruppe Peiper of 1st SS Panzer commandeered
some paratroopers to conduct his own penetration. During the night, the
Kampfgruppe overran the defenders of Buchholz, which had been stripped of troops
to reinforce lst Battalion. By 0500 on the 17th, Peiper began to advance on
Honsfeld.

December 17, 1944: 2nd Infantry Division Reinforces

In the south, the day began ominously when Peiper’s battlegroup struck
Honsfeld just before dawn (Figure 3). Occupied by 99th Division rear echelon
troops and a variety of units moving to reinforce the front, the attack achieved
surprise and quickly overran the Americans [Actions 3-4]. Peiper then detoured
from route D to Billingen in order to avoid the poor secondary road leading to
Moderscheid. The Americans at Biillingen, expecting the enemy to move north to
ca ture major supply dumps, were surprised when the Germans turned south from
Billingen back toward route D. A small reconnaissance unit sent by Peiper to
Batgenbach was stopped by an American roadblock.

Because of the now obvious seriousness of the German attack, the 2nd ID’s
attack was canceled, and the division commander, MG Robertson, began moving units
south. Peiper’s detour was a key to the 2nd ID’s scheme for reinforcing the
99th. The threatened German advance from Bi11ingen might reach the twin villages
of Krinkelt-Rocherath and cut the 1ine of supply and retreat of both 2nd and 99th
IDs. Therefore, the first objective was to reinforce near Wirtzfeld to protect
the twin villages. As the remaining unconmitted regiments of the 2nd abandoned
their attack against Wahlerschied and began to move south, the lead unit, 9th
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Infantry was to move to positions south of Wirtzfeld while the trailing 38th
Infantry would defend the twin villages.

Small German units of infantry and armor reinforced this concern during the
morning by making forays toward the north from Billingen. With welcome
reinforcement from 1st Platoon, A Co., 80lst TD Battalion, which had been in
position east of Hinningen, the 1/23 stopped these German advances [Actions 5-6].

In its sector, the 394th near Losheimergraben suffered a strong German
attack just after dawn. By noon, the town had fallen, and during the afternoon
the survivors of the regiment began withdrawing toward Mirringen. Later that
afternoon, the Germans finally turned their attention to the 1/23 south of
Hinningen, striking that unit at 1600. The Americans repulsed the attack but
lost most of Company B before withdrawing to Wirtzfeld during the night.

Early on the 17th, the tired 3/393 counterattacked west to clear its rear
and then east to regain the positions lost the previous day. By 1000, they
collided with an attacking German battalion, reinforced by tanks parceled out
from 12th SS to strengthen the attack. The Americans were farced to retreat
through the 3/23, and 1/393 fell back to a position abreast of the 3/23 by 1400.
The 3/393 had barely passed through American lines when the Germans struck hard
at the 3/23 [Actions 7-10], and by dark the shattered battalion had to withdraw.
This action isolated the 1/393, which withdrew cross country to Wirtzfeld the
following day. Wearily, the 3/393 moved forward again to defend Rocherath, and
at the end of the day still held the town.

General Robertson had spent his day shepherding the movement of his
division to the south. When the Germans attacked the 3/23, he recognized the
threat to his flank and diverted K company, 3/9 and then the entire 1/9 to back
up 3/23. By dusk, the 1/9 was in position in front of Rocherath, and the 1/38
established a defense east of Krinkelt [Action 20]. Both of these battalions
were reinforced by tanks and tank destroyers. During the night, German armor and
infantry launched a heavy but poorly coordinated attack against the villages.
Penetrating the infantry’s defenses, the Germans were able to get men and tanks
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into the towns. But after wild fighting during the night, the American defenders
managed to hunt down and eliminate the Germans.

December 18, 1944: 12th SS Panzer tries to break through

The hours before dawn at Rocherath-Krinkelt were ominously quiet as the
Americans sought to reorganize after the confused fighting during the night.
Since the 277 VGD had failed to break through and free the 12th SS to advance,
the Commander of the Hitler Jugend Division decided to take the task for himself.
Just before light, the Germans began coordinated tank-infantry assaults against
the U.S. positions [Actions 21-23] (Figure 4). The 1/9 fought itself to
destruction while withstanding the German attack against Rocherath for nearly six
hours, enough time for the 2/38 to move into position and permit the battered 9th
infantrymen to withdraw [Actions 11-19]. During the day, the Germans again
managed to penetrate into the villages with tanks and infantry, but the Americans
eliminated them in close combat. After fighting all afternoon, the 2/38 still
held Rocherath [Actions 24-25].

At Krinkelt, German assaults also began just before dawn. Though repulsing
the main attacks, the Americans could not prevent German tanks from penetrating
as far as the 1/38’s command post in Krinkelt [Actions 28-30]. But at day’s end,
the German armor was smoking and destroyed. During the night, German infiltra-
tors continued to pressure both villages, but the Americans mopped them up by
dawn.

Failure to capture the twin villages after two days of heavy fighting
convinced the Germans that 12th SS Panzer would have to find another way to route
C. The division began shifting to the south and finally assembled a Billingen,
days behind schedule, to begin its advance toward Bitgenbach. There it would
find the 1st Infantry Division in position.
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December 19-20, 1944: Withdrawal to Elsenborn Ridge

For their part, the American mission of protecting the withdrawal of the
99th Infantry was fulfilled during the night of 18-19 December as the last units
of that division withdrew through the 2nd. With sharply weakened armor support,
German infantry continued their assault on the 19th [Actions 26-27) (Figure 5).
A rain of American artillery stopped most of the attacks dead in their tracks.
Although convinced it could hold the twin villages, 2nd ID had accomplished its
mission and ordered a withdrawal to Elsenborn ridge during the night. Beginning
at 1745, the 2nd Division units withdrew. By dawn on the 20th (Figure 6), both
the 99th and 2nd divisions occupied good defensive positions on the ridge from
which they easily repulsed residual German attacks in the days that followed.
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FIGURE 5. 19 DECEMBER 1944
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CHAPTER 2
ACTIONS FROM THE KRINKELT-ROCHERATH ENGAGEMENT

The combat actions described in this volume come from the defensive
actions of the American 99th Infantry and 2nd Infantry Divisions in December
1944 as they defended the routes needed by the German 12th SS-Panzer Division
in their attempted move toward Antwerp. The fighting in this volume occurred
around and in the twin villages of Krinkelt-Rocherath, Belgium. Historical
records contain sufficient information to isolate, in detail, a number of
distinct actions. For this volume, SAIC has focused on those actions which
involved towed antitank weapons, bazookas, or a mix of weapons where towed
weapons were part of the defensive. Table 1 summarizes these actions:

1 Assault Gun at Losheimergraben

2 The Sideshow

3 KG Peiper Reaches Honsfeld, Part 2
4 KG Peiper Reaches Honsfeld, Part 1
5 The Defense of Hiinningen, Part 1

6 The Defense of Hiinningen, Part 2

7 The Guns Retreat

8 The Forest Battle

9 The Heroism of Sergeant McGarity

10 Last Stand of the 1/23d

11 First Blood at Lausdell

12 The Daisy Chain

13 Four Down

14 Lt. Melesnick Gets a Panzer

15 Jerry Can versus Panzer

16 The Private War of William Soderman, Part 1
17 The A&P Platoon Gets Two

18 Down the Hatch

19 The Private War of William Soderman, Part 2
20 From the Hip

21 Unstoppable Force, Part 1
22 Unstoppable Force, Part 2
23 Salazar’s First Kill

24 Salazar’s Second Kill
25 Night Disturbance
26 Teamwork and Height Advantage
27 The Assist

28 Panthers Three and Four Knocked Out

The End of Panther Five's Saga
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ACTION 1

Name: Assault Gun at Losheimergraben
Location: 1000 yards SE of Losheimergraben
Time: 0715 hours, 16 December 1944

The men of the 1/394th Infantry guarding the German-Belgian frontier
town of Losheimergraben were amazed at the intensity of the artillery barrage
which began falling on the town at 0530 on 16 December. Even the few veterans
of the Normandy Campaign who had transferred to the division admitted that it
was the heaviest they had ever seen.' When it finally lifted around 0715, the
battalion commander, LtCol Robert H. Douglas, went to inspect his company
positions to find out how well they had weathered the barrage. A Co covered
the battalion right between the railroad and the Losheim-Losheimergraben
highway, overlooking Losheim from the slopes of the Eichelsberg. B Co, in the
center of the battalion position, lay astride the Losheim highway. To its
left, C Co covered the gap between the 1/394th and G Co of the 2/394th to the
NNE (Figure 7). In the B Co sector, three 57mm AT guns of the battalion AT
Platoon covered the highway against a German thrust from Losheim. Heavy
machine guns from D Co had been parceled out to cover the A and B Co fronts,
while the battalion’s 81mm mortar platoon from D Co occupied dug-in positions
about 200 yards SE of the Losheimergraben crossroads, using a couple of the
outlying buildings of the settlement for shelter from the weather. The front-
line troops of the 1/394th had strengthened their positions by felling trees,
planting mines, and stringing barbed wire across the front.?

As soon as the barrage lifted, the men of B Co were startled to see an
American Jeep, driven by Germans, approaching them up the hill from Losheim.
The jeep halted before it reached the American line, literally under the nose °
of one of the 57mm AT guns which was hidden about 50 meters north of the road
on the south slope of Hi1l 666. In the diffused glare of the spotlights which
the Germans behind the Westwall were bouncing off the low clouds, the gun crew

! USA ETO Combet Interview “99th 10, Ardennes, 16-20 December 1944%, File #182
? cavanegh, Krinkelt-Rocheraths The -sle for the Tuin villages, p.22-23
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FIGURE 7. ASSAULT GUN AT LOSHEIMERGRABEN
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